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Natural Areas of Cook County
  Sagawau Canyon Nature Preserve & Nature Center
“…a canyon estimated to be 100,000 years old…has been preserved so that it remains much as it 
has been since the retreat of the glacier.” 
                                                                                                                                                M. Kathleen Pratt, Chicago Wilderness, Into the Wild
     A shaded stream trickles through Cook County’s only canyon. It tumbles over a waterfall and winds through 
the forest in a cobbled streambed. Here in the heart of Sagawau Canyon Nature Preserve, year-round cool, moist 
conditions on the canyon’s 20-foot high sandstone walls create unique habitat for rare and specialized plants. On the 
sheer rock faces you can see the peculiar walking fern, purple cliff brake fern, bulblet bladder fern, marginal wood 
fern, and zig-zag aster.  On the bridge, near the waterfall, you have nearly eye-level views of hummingbirds nectaring 
along the canyon walls, where columbine’s bright red, pendulous flowers await their pollinating visit. Outside of 
the canyon, the preserve’s forests harbor rare wildflowers such as twinleaf, goldenseal, blue cohosh, and cardinal 
flower, along with uncommon shrubs like pagoda dogwood, ninebark, and wild sarsaparilla. There’s also a dolomite 
prairie—a habitat considered to be globally threatened—and a graminoid fen nearby, which represents “…perhaps 
one of the rarest wetland community types in the entire continental United States.” The preserve also features one of 
the region’s oldest prairie restorations. As many as nine endangered plants have been found here. Beyond the flora, 
167 bird species have been spotted on the preserve, as well as other wildlife that includes 11 amphibians, like the 
blue-spotted salamander, eastern tiger salamander, and mudpuppy; 14 reptiles, like map turtles, soft-shell turtles, 
milk snakes, and green snakes; and 29 mammals, such as flying squirrels, mink, long-tailed weasel, beaver, and gray 
and red foxes. The preserve’s nature center affords year-round songbird viewing near well-stocked feeders. Blasts of 
color from Ruby-throated Hummingbirds and Baltimore Orioles are common in mid-summer. There is also plenty 
of hiking in adjacent Cap Sauers Holdings Nature Preserve’s 1520 acres. Its Esker Trail snakes along a glacial esker. 
Finally, a walk along the I & M Canal Trail near Swallow Cliffs almost guarantees glimpses of  Belted Kingfishers, 













Take  83 South (Kingery Rd.) to 111th St. Turn left (east) and go a short 
distance to Camp entrance on the left (north) side of the road.  
Mink photo by James Anderson.  All other photos by INHS staff.
GPS: N 41.6886, W -87.9261       
